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DRYLAND SALINITY, ENVIRONMENTAL DAMAGE 
Motion 

DR G.G. JACOBS (Roe) [4.31 pm]:  I move - 
That this government be condemned for its lack of action in addressing the serious environmental 
damage caused by dryland salinity in this state’s agricultural region.   

I thank you, Mr Acting Speaker, for allowing me the privilege of talking to my private member’s motion.  I 
would like to address the issue of dryland salinity.  As a member of an agricultural seat, this issue has an impact 
on me, my electorate office and farming and townspeople, particularly those in the western part of my electorate.  
Firstly, I will address the magnitude of the problem.  Secondly, I will address the science behind the problem and 
some important funding issues that will help achieve some of the suggested solutions.   

Salinity is a major environmental and agricultural issue facing Western Australia.  Approximately two million 
hectares of the state are affected by salinity.  The affected area increases every year.  In addition, 35 Western 
Australian towns are at serious risk as a result of damage to buildings and other infrastructure.  It is obvious to 
anyone who has driven through Newdegate - indeed, it is signposted for people to see - that salinity is a major 
problem.   

Salinity is also having an affect on country roads and water quality.  Drastic action must be taken to arrest the 
progress of salinity, restore some of the salt-affected areas where possible and develop methods of utilising salt-
affected land where rehabilitation is not possible.  By way of definition, let us be clear that I am talking about 
dryland salinity.  There are two kinds of salinity - dryland and irrigation salinity.  Both are about water 
management and maintaining the equilibrium.  Western Australia is mostly affected by dryland salinity, which 
occurs when the salt that has been stored in the soil over many years - in fact, thousands of years - is brought to 
the surface or close to the surface by rising ground water levels.  Without a doubt, dryland salinity is no longer a 
developing crisis but a full-blown crisis.  It is not something that has appeared on the horizon in recent times.  
Fundamentally, it has been a natural phenomenon that has involved the accumulation of salt in the ground over 
many thousands of years.   

Before I look at the science of dryland salinity, it is important to note that 4.3 million hectares, or 16 per cent, of 
the south west of Western Australia has a high potential of developing salt and salinity.  It is estimated that 
33 per cent of the south west will be affected by 2050.  The South Australian Dryland Salinity Committee 
conducted a study in 2000 and documented those very facts.  Of course, biodiversity issues are involved.  I 
talked briefly about town infrastructures and water resources.  Without intervention, 450 plant species endemic 
to the south west agricultural region could become extinct, and three-quarters of the region’s water bird species 
will severely decline in numbers.  I refer to a study that was published in the local press earlier this year.  The 
headline of the study reads -  

Survey new tool in salinity fight.  

The big study, which was undertaken by the Department of Conservation and Land Management and the 
Western Australian Museum in collaboration with the Universities of Western Australia and Adelaide, was a 
biodiversity study of Western Australia’s agricultural zone.  It was also part of the state’s salinity strategy.  I will 
quote the Minister for the Environment, who said -  

It was part of a State Salinity Strategy and aimed to determine the threat of secondary salinisation to 
terrestrial and aquatic biodiversity as well as increase our understanding of the biological richness of 
this 250,000sqkm area.   

Essentially, the area involved included the wheatbelt and all the south west area east of Albany Highway.  The 
survey was conducted by a multidisciplinary team of scientists over four years and involved sampling more than 
1 000 terrestrial and wetland sites from Geraldton to Esperance.  The results highlighted -  

. . . a number of important findings for biodiversity management and provided an enormous amount of 
new information . . .  

Before the survey began, only 11 species of the threatened flora occurring in the agricultural region 
were known to have at least one population at threat . . . one species was considered likely to disappear.   

The survey revealed that about 450 flowering plants and 400 spider, scorpion and aquatic invertebrate species 
are at risk.  My point is that the salinity problem significantly threatens biodiversity in Western Australia.I will 
quickly touch on the threat salinity poses to our water resources.  Indeed, we face significant problems in the 
state of Western Australia.   
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More than one-third of the south west’s previously divertible surface water resource suitable for domestic 
agriculture and some industries has become brackish or saline and can no longer be used.  A further 16 per cent 
of this is of marginal quality.  Rivers such as the Blackwood River could suffer from increasing salt levels, with 
marron and other native species at risk of local extinction.  The member for Stirling might comment on some of 
those issues later.   

I will now briefly touch on some of the scientific issues and what has caused the salinity crisis in Western 
Australia that I have briefly referred to in the past few minutes.  The salinity fact sheet on the Department of 
Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry’s web site reads in part -  

The accumulation of salt in the ground is a natural phenomenon that has occurred in Australia over 
millions of years.  Most of it originated from the oceans.  It was deposited in rainfall and redistributed 
in the landscape through surface and groundwater flow.  

Recent large-scale clearance of native vegetation in favour of shallow-rooted crops, combined with 
erosion of topsoil, has meant significantly more water has been entering the ground.  The result is a 
rising watertable that has unlocked the salt stored in the landscape.  

Saline waters flow to the lower parts of the landscape along particular paths.  Where rivers cross these 
saline seepages, the salt enters the river.  Where saline groundwaters surface, they poison the soil and 
break up roads and buildings.  

A study titled “Salt of the Basin - Business As Usual is Not a Viable Option” was undertaken in 1999-2000.  
This study gives some background information on the salinity problems in general and on the Murray-Darling 
basin in particular.  Ground water movement through the landscape impacts on salinity.  I will refer to some of 
the flow systems, but I will keep my remarks relatively short so that people can follow and understand them.  An 
excerpt from the Australian Natural Resources Atlas states that there are three general ground water systems that 
have different impacts on dryland salinity problems.  There are three types of ground water flow systems: local, 
intermediate and regional.  Firstly, the local ground water flow system responds rapidly to increased ground 
water recharge, watertables rise rapidly and saline discharge typically occurs within 30 to 50 years of clearing 
native vegetation for agricultural development.  These systems can also respond relatively rapidly to salinity 
management practices and afford opportunities to mitigate salinity at farm scale.  Examples of this are in the 
great southern region of Western Australia.  These are the areas that contain the local ground water flow systems 
that are particularly vulnerable to salinity.  Secondly, the intermediate flow systems have a greater storage 
capacity and generally higher permeability.  The increased discharge typically occurs over 50 to 100 years of 
clearing native vegetation.  The extent and responsiveness of these ground water systems present a much greater 
challenge for dryland salinity management and local ground water systems.  That is particularly evident in the 
studies done in South Australia, where, as in New South Wales, there are significant salinity problems.  Thirdly, 
there are regional ground water systems of high storage capacity and permeability that develop over a much 
longer period.  The scale of regional systems is such that farm-based catchment management options are 
ineffective.  That is a very significant issue in my region of Esperance.  Studies have been done in the wetlands 
area around Lake Warden.  

In summary, the local ground water flow systems have a relatively small capacity to store the additional 
recharge; therefore, in many cases, they respond relatively rapidly to changes.  They also have a relatively small 
discharge capacity.  In fact, they are very prone to salinity, although it is probably easier to fix than in the 
intermediate flow systems.  In contrast, regional flow systems have a very large capacity to fill, and subsequently 
respond very slowly to the changes of land use and are not as prone to the advent of salinity.  That is essentially 
the science of the problem, if we like.   

I will briefly touch on some of the solutions to this ever-increasing problem in Western Australia.  In a recent 
press release Dr Ed Barrett-Lennard said that every day in the agricultural region of Western Australia we are 
losing to salinity an area equal to the size of a football oval.  It is, therefore, important to think about some of the 
solutions to this problem and how we can fund them.  This is a serious problem on which we cannot undertake 
any more studies.  As indicated in the recent study by the Universities of Western Australia and Adelaide, the 
Western Australian Museum and the Department of Conservation and Land Management, a diagnosis seems to 
have already been made.  Enough studies have been done on salinity; we do not need any more studies to tell us 
how difficult or how significant the problem is or the magnitude of it.  We know that.  We must understand some 
of the science; however, largely, we will let the scientists understand the science.  We must then talk about and 
act on some of the solutions.  Doing nothing is not an option.  I would be the first to recognise that there is no 
quick fix or one simple solution to the problem.  However, as I said, doing nothing is not an option.  

A variety of solutions need to be applied to situations individually or in concert.  Solutions that are valid in some 
areas can be counterproductive elsewhere; for example, revegetation of parts of some catchments may increase 
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the salinity of watercourses by reducing the low salinity surface water inflow into streams - remembering the 
inflow systems that we talked about - while still allowing higher salinity ground water to flow into streams.  

The State Salinity Council developed a salinity strategy, which was referred to in one of the press releases I 
mentioned earlier.  This was released in April 2000.  There is also a web site address for it.  It gives useful ideas 
on ways to manage salinity in Western Australia.  These include cropping options, pasture and engineering 
options and the use of salt-land plants.  Some of the solutions that have been put forward over the years are 
essentially tree planting, deep drainage and special salt-land plants, including, of course, the very exciting 
concept of salt-resistant wheat.  We heard in this house some time ago about some of the trials that were to 
proceed in Corrigin involving genetically modified salt-resistant wheats. 

Tree planting has an important role in the fight against salinity.  The commitment of landowners and 
conservation groups has been extensive and is to be commended.  However, there are limits to the effectiveness 
of tree planting in recovering land that is already lost.  Evidence is emerging that some of the trees planted 20 or 
30 years ago at the first sign of salinity are now dying as their root systems hit the salt.  It is important to 
recognise the value of planting trees, particularly in maintaining the watertable once land has been recovered 
from salinity, but they are only part of the solution.   

I will move on to some of perhaps more contentious issues of dealing with drainage systems, as I intimated 
earlier, and trying to get salt water away from the salt-affected areas. 

Mr A.D. McRae:  Onto the next farm? 

Dr G.G. JACOBS:  Of course, not draining it onto the next door neighbour’s farm. 

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  The one after that? 

Dr G.G. JACOBS:  The deep drains are able to control the watertable by intercepting and removing the excess 
run-off.  There are some 1 500 years of history to show that deep drainage does work.  Deep drainage as a 
solution to salinity in Western Australia has only been taken seriously over the past few years.  I had the 
privilege of going onto Peter Lucchesi’s farm in Kulin to see the two-metre drains that have been dug through 
his paddocks to try to drain off the salt-affected water.  In some cases, although not at Mr Lucchesi’s farm, deep 
drainage has been in use for up to 30 years.  The Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation 
has been supportive of this initiative in Western Australia.  Some deep-drainage pilot projects in Narembeen are 
achieving some outstanding results, as are others in Kojonup with Mr Stuart Tohl who has done much work on 
deep drainage.  The pilot projects may be used as a guide to future drainage projects in commercial operations.  
Probably a reliable but conservative estimate is that the state has 2 000 kilometres of deep-drainage drains 
constructed in the wheatbelt.  Those deep-drainage drains have been constructed each year by private interests.   

Although early results are positive, these efforts need to be coordinated and properly monitored.  In particular, 
the construction and maintenance costs of deep drains, which are not inexpensive, and the disposal of saline 
effluent are important related issues that need to be given further consideration.  I am assuming that is what the 
member for Riverton was intimating.  A priority would be given to an assessment of disposal options for saline 
water derived from deep drainage, as there is little point in shifting the problem from one farm to another.  In 
order for that to happen, we must seriously consider establishing some sort of drainage authority to oversee and 
coordinate the construction and management of the network for arterial drains in affected areas.  This would 
allow farmers to drain saline water from their properties and ensure the responsible treatment and disposal of 
saline water.  This is not an easy option; it is not a cheap option; but I believe that if we are really serious about 
dealing with the problem, it is one we must face.  Members on the other side of the house may be able later today 
to tell me about some of the constructive plans and projects that have been and are now being progressed to 
seriously deal with this problem. 

I think I heard a whisper from the other side of the house that this should be administered by the Water 
Corporation, but the Water Corporation probably has its hands full.  The establishment of the drainage authority 
would allow the implementation of a number of initiatives, such as the investigation into the effectiveness and 
viability of desalination and other water treatment technologies to make use of the collected saline water and the 
minerals contained therein.  The authority would monitor surface water management techniques to prevent 
salinity from spreading to non-affected areas and assist the rehabilitation of recovered areas.   

I do not pretend to believe that these options are easy, but we need to address these serous issues.  The pilot 
studies have shown that these are working as engineering solutions to salinity.  There are however some 
alternative solutions as well, because, as I said, one solution does not necessarily fit all situations.  Salinity 
presents different kinds of problems to different stakeholders, and for this complex problem there is no simple 
solution.  In many situations multiple solutions may need to be employed simultaneously.  The oil mallee project 
is a good example of a native crop being used to prevent the watertable rising, producing activated carbon, a by-
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product of eucalyptus oil and resaleable energy, while also acting as a carbon sink.  The oil mallee product was 
initiated by the Department of Conservation and Land Management in 1994 and has a target of 500 million 
mallees to be planted over one million hectares by the year 2025.  I commend the project as a model for 
sustainable rural industry development.  Other possibilities include the production of ethanol from biomass.  The 
United States government has invested hundreds of millions of dollars in researching this technology over the 
past decade and has a number of pilot plants in operation.  These would provide year-round protection of the 
watertable in a similar manner to oil mallee.  Production facilities would need to be located as close to the 
biomass source as possible; that is, in existing country towns, thus providing a much-needed boost to regional 
development.  Many towns in my electorate need this boost to their development and employment.  In fact, many 
towns in my electorate are dying, not only because of salinity, but also because of the lack of regional 
employment and development opportunities.  The technologies for production facilities also have excellent 
greenhouse outcomes. 
Salt-resistant crops are also being developed and are proving promising.  A number of crops that can survive in 
salt and waterlogged conditions are in development, including a strain of, dare I say, genetically modified wheat.  
Research funds need to be channelled into this area as a priority.  This is a very exciting development for the 
agricultural regions of this state.  This government must be committed to ensuring innovative solutions, some of 
which I have sketched out today, and others that are to be found through research and collaboration with experts.  
We need to use experts, but we need to be in a position to recognise the solutions, and to have the fortitude to 
push on with those solutions and reclaim some of the salt-affected land in this state, whether it be private or 
public land, or in joint ownership. 
Having addressed the issue of the magnitude of the problem, some of the science of the problem - it is not a 
recent problem but has been exacerbated over the past 50 years due to land clearing - and some of the possible 
solutions, I will now talk about some of the funding issues necessary to make them happen.  These issues need to 
be addressed seriously.  The allocation of funds to this problem has not been serious enough.  The national action 
plan for salinity and water quality was introduced by the Howard government, which committed $700 million 
over seven years to tackling Australia’s salinity crisis.  Of that, some $158 million was allocated to Western 
Australia; the lion’s share of the funding on a per capita basis, and a recognition by the federal government of the 
problem that Western Australia has with salinity.  A disproportionately large percentage of the total amount in 
per capita terms recognised that Western Australia faces the greatest environmental threat from salinity.  

Mr A. D. McRae:  Do you think that was a generous allocation because it was the largest per capita allocation of 
all the states? 

Dr G.G. JACOBS:  It was a recognition of a significant problem, and the size of the problem we have in 
Western Australia.  

Mr A.D. McRae:  Do you have the figures for the other states? 

Dr G.G. JACOBS:  Yes I do have them in my notes, and I will come to them shortly.  

The national action plan provided a national approach for addressing the problems of salinity and deteriorating 
water quality in key catchments.  Five regions in Western Australia were targeted - Avon, the south west, the 
south coast, the northern agricultural region and the Ord River area.  The plan provided the funding and 
coordination for the management plans and targets to be developed by the community and implemented with 
assistance provided to landholders through technical support and engineering innovations.  The option was not 
taken up by the Gallop government for nearly three years, and because of that we have lost some valuable time.  
Other members will follow me in this debate in commenting on the tardiness of that decision to come on board.  
Western Australia was the only state that did not take on the allocation through the national action plan.  I 
believe there was some quibbling about what the state government had already contributed, and wanted to have 
earmarked as a contribution that had already been made.  In fact, it was a bilateral agreement for the state 
government to commit funds to this program as well.  The Gallop government took more than three years to sign 
up to the national action plan for salinity and water quality, to enable Western Australia to take advantage of the 
$158 million in commonwealth funding offered.  Be that as it may, the government has finally signed up, and 
now we need to move on and fund some of the solutions, and we need to do that very soon.  

I have been unable to find the figures for the member for Riverton about the relative amounts of funding for the 
various states under the national action plan, but hopefully the figures will pop up during further discussion.  

Mr T.R. Buswell interjected. 

Dr G.G. JACOBS:  Does the member for Vasse like that? 

The national action plan agreement has been signed.  A commitment must be given to fund these programs: tree 
planting; deep drainage solutions; development of salt-land plants, including salt resistant wheat; and the 
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continuation of the development of oil-producing tree plantations.  The Western Australian government has been 
providing funding to deal with the salinity problem over the past several years.  According to the Western 
Australian Department of Agriculture’s web site, the time line for this funding includes the expansion of funds 
from $10 million in 2000 to $30 million in 2005.  That is the proposal of the new salinity strategy that went to 
cabinet.  I refer to the salinity timetable from 2000 to 2002.  During the 2001 election, the Western Australian 
Labor Party committed to allocate an additional $6 million to fund demonstration catchments and $4 million for 
the evaluation of engineering options.  There is no way of estimating how this funding has improved the problem 
of salinity in this state.  Hopefully a member from the other side of the house will be able to make it clear to me 
how that is happening, because the problem continues to get worse. 

The problem has been around for a long time.  Scientists have suggested many of these types of solutions to 
which I have referred but there has been significant inaction to promote some of them.  I wondered whether that 
comes from a philosophical belief in the Labor Party that the landed gentry can fight its own battles.  This matter 
is similar to the wild dog problem I have in the north and north east of my electorate where many marauding 
feral dogs are killing the sheep and cattle of pastoralists and farmers in the agricultural regions.  I wonder 
whether the government has a deep-seated notion that it is the farmers’ problem and they can deal with it.  Is the 
salinity problem a problem for individual landowners and therefore they can deal with it? 

Mr N.R. Marlborough:  Why would we have that view? 

Dr G.G. JACOBS:  We need to have an overview of this problem.  It requires proper funding and a proper 
authority to action some of the engineering solutions to alleviate salinity.  Currently that is not happening. 

Mr N.R. Marlborough:  They will never have enough money to do it. 

Dr G.G. JACOBS:  The member says the government will not have enough money to do it. 

Mr N.R. Marlborough:  I am not suggesting we do nothing; I am suggesting that your plan for how to fix it is 
wrong.  What we need to do with salinity in your area is get farmers to plant crops that will attack salinity and at 
the same time give them a financial return.  Many people - my brother-in-law is one - are working on that 
project.  Literally thousands of farmers, including hundreds in your electorate, are involved in the process of 
bringing that about.  That is what has to happen.  Governments of all political persuasions do not have the 
resources to tackle this issue on their own.  We must change farming practices to give farmers an equitable 
return on their investment by planting crops that will also attack salinity. 

The ACTING SPEAKER (Mr M.J. Cowper):  Thank you, member for Peel. 

Dr G.G. JACOBS:  Thank you, Mr Acting Speaker, I was wondering who was making this speech.  If the 
member for Peel had been listening to me, he would know that I said there is no single solution to this problem.  
We can plant salt-land plants, including oil-producing trees, and salt-resistant wheat, as well as apply some 
engineering solutions in this state.  The member says we cannot afford it.  I say we cannot afford to do nothing.  
The member should visit South Australia and see the significant network of drainage systems the state 
government has been able to afford to set up to help solve some of the salinity problems experienced in some 
areas of that state.  For the member for Peel to say that I am suggesting that engineering solutions should be 
applied to all salinity problems in Western Australia shows that he has not listened to what I have said. 

Several members interjected. 

The ACTING SPEAKER:  Everyone is putting in their two bob’s worth.  All members will have ample time in 
which to speak.  I am keen to hear from the member for Roe. 

Dr G.G. JACOBS:  It seems there is some levity on the other side of the house.  I do not mind if they are 
laughing at me, but I hope they are not laughing at the issue, because it is serious. 

Mr N.R. MARLBOROUGH:  I worked very closely with my brother-in-law. 

The ACTING SPEAKER:  Perhaps the member for Peel would like to impart that knowledge to the member 
for Roe outside the chamber on another occasion.  In the meantime, the member for Roe is speaking. 

Dr G.G. JACOBS:  I invite the member to make a contribution to this debate in a timely way when I have 
finished.  Farmers see me in my electorate.  I am sure that the members for Stirling, Merredin, Greenough and 
Warren-Blackwood will back me up when I say that there are significant issues to be dealt with.  I am talking 
about not salinity activists but real, honest, hard-working farmers whose regions are being taken over by salinity.  
The government might say it is their problem and that the government does not have the resources to help and 
basically it is too hard. 

Mr N.R. Marlborough:  Show me anywhere in Hansard where the Labor Party has said that either in 
government or in opposition.  Stop making statements that are not based on facts just to suit your point of view. 
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The ACTING SPEAKER:  Thank you, member for Peel.  I call the member for Peel to order for the first time. 

Dr G.G. JACOBS:  If members in this chamber want to have a debate, that is fine, but I would like to finish 
what I have to say.  If members on the other side of the house want to make a contribution, I would like them to 
do so, because this is an important issue and I would like to hear from them how serious they are about solving 
this problem.  I will give members a flavour of some of the issues that face members in the agricultural regions.  
Local knowledge of drainage is needed.  Terry Noonan from Katanning states -  

In a few week’s time, a tour of saltland sites in WA will be made.  The tour will be made up mainly 
academics related to salt research programs, and visiting scientists . . . .  

But the work of WA drainage expert Stuart Tohl - 

whom I have mentioned previously in my speech -  
has not been included as part of the tour. 

If the member for Peel is such an expert on salt, he probably knows the name Stuart Tohl.  The letter continues - 

Mr Tohl’s drainage work has received acclaim locally and throughout Australia, including praise from 
prominent Kojonup businessmen Neville Mathews and noted woolgrower William Harvey. 
I encourage all producers committed to landcare to make a copy of the following letter and forward it 
onto Agriculture Minister Kim Chance, urging him to include Mr Tohl on the itinerary. 

I will quote also the President of the WA division of Engineers Australia, who addressed a conference held in 
Perth in November last year.  He stated - 

I would like to respond to James Bowen’s article . . .  
The Engineering Salinity Solutions Conference . . . is actually being organised by Engineers Australia’s 
National Committee for Water Engineering, not by the Department of Environment.   

The conference is an endeavour by Engineers - 

He has not given up, like the member for Peel, and said that it is too hard and we cannot do it.  We are not saying 
that we should install deep drainage throughout the whole of Western Australia. 

Mr N.R. Marlborough:  You have told us that you have a broad view of how it should be fixed, and all you 
have spoken about is an engineer’s view of how it should be fixed. 

Dr G.G. JACOBS:  No.  If the member had been listening, he would know that I have spoken about salt-land 
plants and salt-resistant wheat.  I have spoken about mallee tree oil - 

Mr N.R. Marlborough interjected. 

The ACTING SPEAKER:  Order!  The member for Roe has the floor.  If members wish to impart their vast 
knowledge to the member for Roe, I would ask them to do that outside the chamber.  If the member for Roe does 
not wish to take a question, he does not have to.  I ask that decorum be maintained. 

Mr N.R. Marlborough:  Can I ask you a question? 

Dr G.G. JACOBS:  I would rather get on with the debate.  The member can ask me a question later, but I need 
to quote this article about the engineering perspective.  I am not saying it is the only solution.  The article 
continues - 

The conference is an endeavour by Engineers Australia, one of the nation’s leading professional 
institutions, to discover the best ways to use options such as drainage so that they are effective, cost-
efficient and do not cause problems for other farmers and property holders downstream. 

That is a very laudable concern, as the member for Riverton intimated earlier.  To continue - 

The aim is to determine and apply world’s best practice in planning and constructing engineering 
solutions to manage salinity in WA. 

That is not all of Western Australia and it is not the only solution. 

Mr N.R. Marlborough:  Now can I ask you a question? 

Point of Order 
Ms S.E. WALKER:  The member for Peel is really trying it on.  He has nothing else to do and he is bored.  He 
never contributes.  I would like to hear what the member for Roe has to say.  I am asking if you would save us, 
Mr Acting Speaker, from the member for Peel. 



Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY - Wednesday, 22 June 2005] 

 p3239b-3257a 
Dr Graham Jacobs; Acting Speaker; Ms Sue Walker; Mr Terry Redman; Mr Paul Omodei; Mr Grant Woodhams; 

Mr Tom Stephens; Mr Brendon Grylls; Mr Tony McRae 

 [7] 

The ACTING SPEAKER (Mr M.J. Cowper):  There is no point of order, but I ask the member for Peel to 
refrain.  I will hear from the member for Roe. 

Debate Resumed 
Mr M.P. Whitely:  Can I ask you a question? 

Dr G.G. JACOBS:  Mr Acting Speaker, I have been asked to speak on this subject and I have only some 
minutes left.  I have already spent 10 minutes or more speaking to interjections from the other side of the house 
and I would like to get on with what I have to say.  I am happy to speak to members on the other side of the 
house and I am happy for them to contribute to this debate in a timely manner.  Where was I? 

Mr R.C. Kucera:  You were about to answer a question, I think. 

Dr G.G. JACOBS:  No; that is not fair; that is not above board. 

Mr N.R. Marlborough interjected. 

Dr G.G. JACOBS:  From the tone of those on the other side of the house, they are not serious about this issue.  
All they are interested in is upsetting me.  They think that I am a new boy and that I will get upset.  I am not 
going to get upset, because, basically, I have a message.  If those on the government side were serious about 
salinity issues they would hear me out.  This is not about the only engineering solution in Western Australia.  As 
I said in my maiden speech, if we really want to make a contribution we do the homework, we research the 
issues, and we speak to the people who are involved - and I have done that. 
Mr N.R. Marlborough:  What percentage of your farmers are using this system? 

Point of Order 
Ms S.E. WALKER:  I have a point of order. 

The ACTING SPEAKER:  There is no point of order. 

Debate Resumed 
Mr N.R. Marlborough interjected. 
The ACTING SPEAKER:  Order!  I call the member for Peel to order for the second time.  I will not abide this 
behaviour any further.  If the member would like to find himself outside the chamber he can continue in this 
manner.  The member for Roe has nine minutes left and I do not want any further interruptions, otherwise I will 
call the member for Peel to order. 

Dr G.G. JACOBS:  I will continue referring to what the engineers had to say in this document - 

The aim is to determine and apply world’s best practice in planning and constructing engineering 
solutions to manage salinity in WA. 

He will not make $500 million out of digging trenches for farmers.  This is a reputable engineer who is very 
serious about looking at the problems.  The article continues - 

Likewise, the conference also aims to determine world’s best practice in relation to planning and using 
engineering options such as drainage systems in the wheatbelt.   

And that is why the guest speaker is an international expert in the field.  Dr Wayne Skaggs has taught 
and conducted research into drainage and water management for 34 years. 

There are countries that have been doing this for years.  The article continues - 

He is a member of the Overholt Drainage Hall of Fame, and has been presented with the prestigious 
John Deere Gold Medal, which is awarded - 

Mr N.R. Marlborough:  A manhole cover? 

Dr G.G. JACOBS:  The member should not be cynical but should keep an open mind.  It continues - 

for achievements that advance the development of agriculture. 

It will not advance the development of John Deere, in response to the cynic that I hear from the other side of the 
chamber.  It continues - 

The cost of the conference is in line with that for other such engineering conferences held in Australia 
. . .  

I believe that a professional engineering approach to salinity management should be welcomed, given 
the current interest in engineering solutions such as drainage and groundwater pumping. 
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Although the conference is focused - 

That was the one in Perth in November last year - 

on the technical aspects of current engineering approaches, I would encourage anyone who has an 
interest in using engineering options to manage wheatbelt salinity to attend. 

One should not close one’s mind.  From the comments that I have received from the other side of the house I 
believe that these views have not been taken seriously and have been written off as too expensive.  This is one of 
the many solutions that I have spoken about today to seriously address the magnitude of this problem.  We must 
recognise the magnitude of the problem. 

In closing, I would ask that serious funding be allocated.  I refer to an article in which Dr Gallop pledged 
$10 million for salinity.  That is an absolute drop in the bucket.  Nothing happened.  There was a picture in the 
paper of a Labor candidate, Phil Shearer, with Judy Edwards, Geoff Gallop and Kim Chance in Cunderdin.  The 
Australian Labor Party promised to appoint a special minister for salinity.  It probably did that, but I cannot see 
one now.  What has happened to this special minister for salinity?  I suggest that $10 million or $20 million 
would not be enough to fix the problem.  The government may appoint a special minister and make a few nice 
noises, but is it really serious about delivering solutions for this problem?  We need serious money, like the 
money that has been committed by the federal government, which the federal government expects the state 
government to match over a similar time.   

Mr M.P. Murray interjected. 
Dr G.G. JACOBS:  It has not forgotten. 
Mr M. McGowan:  It’s outrageous! 

Dr G.G. JACOBS:  What is outrageous is that the Minister for Tourism has not been in the chamber for most of 
the debate, yet he comes in, sits down - he does not know anything about salinity; he would not know a patch of 
salinity if he saw one - and says something really intelligent such as, “It’s outrageous.”  What is outrageous?  
The minister has not heard anything I have said.  That shows the levity with which members on the other side 
consider this problem.  They think it is not the government’s problem; it is a landowner’s problem.  They are 
landed gentry anyway.  It is always the federal government’s problem.  I remind the Minister for Tourism that 
the Gallop government - he probably would not know about this - sat on its hands for nearly three years before it 
came on board with the national action plan for salinity and water quality.  Why did it do that?  It quibbled about 
a few of the dollars that it said it had already contributed to its part of the bilateral agreement.  The state 
government had put in $4 million the year before, and maybe $4 million that year, and it said that it must 
consider that in making its contribution.  Therefore, it considered it needed to make a contribution of only 
$145 million because it had already made a contribution.  That is how serious the government has been about 
contributing funds.   
I ask that we take a serious view of the motion that I moved and strongly support it.  The motion states - 

That this government be condemned for its lack of action in addressing the serious environmental 
damage caused by dry land salinity in this state’s agricultural region. 

I commend the motion to the house.   
MR D.T. REDMAN (Stirling) [5.32 pm]:  I thank the member for Roe for putting forward quite a lengthy 
argument about this issue and the size of the problem, and for the number of solutions that he put forward.  I do 
not want to harp on at length about the size of the problem.  I believe that is recognised by both sides of the 
house.  The member for Roe mentioned that two million hectares of land in the south west are affected by 
salinity.  I have seen figures that indicate it could be in excess of three million hectares - that is, additional - by 
2010 to 2015.  There is no question that it is a huge issue.  It is an absolutely significant issue in Western 
Australia.  I guess we cannot highlight enough its significance for the productivity of farmers and so on.  Some 
very direct effects flow through to farmers in the form of lack of productivity of saline lands.  There are also a 
number of indirect effects, which the member for Roe discussed, such as the decline in population in some of the 
regional towns and the direct impact on some towns.  I think the member mentioned 35 towns that are directly 
impacted by salinity.  There is also the impact on water quality.  Indeed, water is one of those resources that we 
treasure very much.  I do not want to harp on the issue, but I certainly recognise that it is a huge problem. 
The National Party recognises that it is a key issue.  Had we been in government, we would have taken the 
stance of quarantining funds to allocate to salinity.  Instead, the government has taken the approach of a dollar-
for-dollar arrangement with the federal government under the national action plan for salinity and water quality 
and the Natural Heritage Trust funds that have been forthcoming.   
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I want to go back to the early 1980s.  I started teaching in 1986, and I taught in an agricultural college at 
Narrogin.  It was about the time when the term “land care” first hit the scene.  The government of the day and a 
number of farming groups were pushing land care.  It was being marketed in the community and in the regional 
areas.  When it was first put up, I wondered how the heck they would get something like that off the ground, and 
how the heck they would get a following in the regional areas for farming communities and individual farmers to 
do projects on their farms in support of the land care principle.  Over time, I was absolutely amazed to see what 
happened and the transformation that occurred.  There was the development of land conservation district 
committees - very localised groups that represent catchments.  There might have been only a dozen farmers, and 
they took the catchment approach to land care and put a lot of effort into their own farms.  They recognised that 
if they did not support the neighbouring farm in doing something, they would have a problem on their farm.  The 
amount of volunteering and motivation that went into those people getting an outcome for themselves was huge.  
I add that there was an outcome that probably was not noted when the land care initiative was first pushed.  
Those communities and those people had ownership of the initiative and their farms, and they used a lot of their 
own time and resources in achieving outcomes.  The land care initiative was not just a commitment from 
government and outside sources; those people used their own resources, machinery and fuel and made their own 
phone calls at night.  All those indirect funds, if one likes, went into that little catchment to get a solution for 
themselves.  I was surprised to see the outcomes they had achieved in a relatively short time and the motivation 
that existed.  The point I am making is that we are dealing with a community motivated to solve problems and 
get solutions in the regional areas.  The benefit of that is that all the government needs to do is be the catalyst to 
keep the motivation going, and put the right resources into it to capture those people again and get the solutions 
we need to fix the salinity problem.   
We have moved on in the past couple of years.  Six natural resource management regions have been defined, and 
we are taking it to a different scale.  At the end of last year and earlier this year, I was lucky to be able to meet 
with the South Coast Regional Initiative Planning Team.  That group is managing the south coast natural 
resource management region.  It was in a process of consultation with the community to develop its strategy for 
addressing natural resource management issues across the south coast.  It was a huge process.  I went to 
Cranbrook for a day.  Farmers and people representing non-government organisations, the community, various 
land care groups and agencies were involved in that consultation, which was facilitated by a group from Perth.  
They really put some energy into getting on paper the information that was important to them and their priorities, 
and getting a plan together.  That was in only one town.  I also went to the consultation in Denmark, which 
location obviously has some different issues.  It is a coastal location, in which the natural resource management 
issues are different from those in some of the inland areas.  The same thing applied.  A variety of community 
people came together to develop a natural resource management plan.   
When that process is extended across a region from Walpole to the other side of Esperance, it amounts to a huge 
job.  That group put together a thick booklet.  It is the same for all six regions.  It has taken the process to the 
next step of developing investment plans; that is, how the dollars will be spent.  The south coast group is looking 
at funds of between $17 million and $20 million in the first year.  Therefore, we are talking about significant 
funds based on a different approach.  This is not about a small catchment group of organised farmers who have 
ownership of their little patch; it is about an area from Walpole right across to the other side of Esperance.  The 
same applies to the other groups.   
There has been a clear cultural change in how we are managing land care and dealing with natural resource 
management in Western Australia.  It also applies in the other states of Australia.  These groups, which 
traditionally have been very close to the issue, are now perhaps a little more distant.  They need a significant 
amount of support to manage those sorts of dollars.  One of the main points I want to make is that this is about a 
huge cultural change.  The National Party applauds the efforts undertaken by those volunteer organisations in 
providing the blueprints for those plans and the investment plans for the protection of our state’s natural 
resources and for combating salinity.   

By signing the National Heritage Trust bilateral agreement in 2002, and by eventually signing the national action 
plan for salinity and water quality bilateral agreement after several prolonged delays, the Gallop Labor 
government has committed the state to recognising the role of the regional groups.  In doing so, those groups 
need commensurate support.  When he addressed this house in October last year, the Premier stated that -  

The Government is committed to supporting those volunteers and giving guidance and support to the 
regional groups.   

There is clear recognition that this is the way to go with natural resource management groups, and the Premier 
has given his commitment and support.  Those groups are raising with the government the need for 
administrative support, because they have governance responsibilities.  Indeed, the groups are larger and the 
region is bigger.  They have a huge task on their hands.  They are looking for that administrative support to get 
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the programs on the ground.  As I understand the situation, they are not getting that support.  I cannot see that 
support in the budget papers.  I heard a whisper that a couple of hundred thousand dollars went to each of the 
natural resource management groups last year to assist in that administrative process.  I cannot find any 
indication that that is sealed as a government commitment.  It would be interesting to see whether the 
parliamentary secretary representing the Minister for Agriculture and Forestry is aware of such a commitment.  
There must be clear support for those groups at an administrative level so that they can carry out the huge task of 
administering the plans that have been put together across the six groups, and so that the $316 million over three 
years and the $100 million of NHT funds can reach the ground.  That must happen to address the issues across 
our state, particularly salinity.   

The Auditor General previously expressed concern about the need for a clear policy and transparent funding 
processes within the regional groups.  That is another responsibility that the groups must address.  They are not 
used to dealing with this amount of money.  They are used to dealing with catchment groups, making their own 
decisions and providing funds from their sources.  I fear that this cultural change will have a negative impact on 
the level of volunteering and on the level of indirect funds into those regions and catchments.  Who can put a 
dollar value on that?  I am sure that a significant amount was required in those days to get the outcomes that 
people were after.  They were committed to giving those funds because they had ownership.  The Gallop 
government must recognise the importance of the six regional groups to ensure that they adequately manage the 
allocation of NAP and NHT funds.  My point is that the flow of funds to the region must not be unduly delayed 
by political processes.   

I previously mentioned that $316 million will come from the national action plan for salinity and water quality, 
and that $100 million will come from NHT sources.  Of the total funding over three years, three-quarters of it 
should go towards salinity and water quality issues.  In the delivery of those funds to the program and to the 
ground, a significant proportion should go towards the salinity issue.  As the member for Roe mentioned, the 
salinity issue is not a simple one; nor does it have a one answer fits all solution.  It is a complex problem for 
which numerous solutions have been suggested.  It is important that a significant amount of those funds be 
directed towards the issue of salinity.   

In picking up on some of the comments by the member for Peel during his protracted discussions with the 
member for Roe, I refer to a National Party policy that was released last year by the current Leader of the 
National Party titled “Living Lakes 2030”.  It is one thing for the government to provide the money.  Indeed, a 
relatively significant amount of money is going towards this issue.  However, the money has yet to reach the 
ground where it will have an impact.  We all understand that this will be a long process.  Another aspect of this 
issue is support for the progression of strategies by people in the regions to not only solve salinity issues, but 
also get a level of productivity to achieve synergy.  The Living Lakes policy is an example of that.  It recognises 
that salinity is a wheatbelt problem and, therefore, offers a wheatbelt solution.  The policy refers to the 
environmental challenges posed by salinity, waterlogged soils and degraded lake systems, and turning them to 
our advantage.  It also refers to engineering solutions, such as canals, channels and weirs, which was also 
mentioned by the member for Roe, as an approach to soil drainage so that natural lakes will become a disposal 
point for millions of tonnes of water that can be transformed into permanent living reservoirs.  That is a 
collective solution.  It picks up on the issue of salinity and produces something that will potentially attract people 
into the regions to produce something of which we can all be proud.  It looks at the issue of not only salinity, but 
also recreation, and it assists in other areas of natural resource management.  It is a tremendous document.  
Members should take their time reading it, because it is an innovative solution.   

I also had the opportunity to visit Tony Smith’s farm.  Mr Smith was the previous owner of Plantagenet Wines in 
Mt Barker.   

Mr A.D. McRae:  That is a great winery.  

Mr D.T. REDMAN:  Yes, but so are all the wineries in the great southern.  I will be happy to talk about those 
with the member for Riverton another day.   

Tony Smith sold his winery to a big group from the eastern states.  However, I think he is still on the board of 
management.  His farm comprises 80-odd hectares in the Denbarker area.  Approximately 10 different farming 
enterprises operate on his small farm.  Tony is absolutely committed to demonstrating to the community what 
can be done on a small farm to deal with the issues of salinity and waterlogging while still earning an income.  
His farm has a number of water sources.   

Mr A.D. McRae:  Are you saying that he is attempting to demonstrate diversity of farming practices and, 
through that, a diversification of economic income and a diversity of responses to particular micro ecosystems on 
each property? 
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Mr D.T. REDMAN:  Yes.  He is also addressing the issue of salinity.  The point I am getting at is that it would 
be lovely if there were increased government support to profile those projects and to fund the research.  Tony has 
conducted a lot of research; however, I am not sure whether he has received much assistance in that.  Obviously, 
he is cashed up because he used to be in business.  Some of his enterprises are not profitable.  However, they 
offer an opportunity for people to pick up on the issue of diversity and to address some of the other issues in our 
community.   

Mr A.D. McRae interjected.   

Mr D.T. REDMAN:  Who knows?   

A significant amount of water that springs from his farm is saline.  He has separate fresh and saline water 
systems on his farm.  The tanks in his shed contain trout running under a system of saline water and trout 
running under a system of fresh water.  He argues that the trout from the saline system tastes better.  He also has 
marron growing in relatively saline systems.  That is an interesting point, because anyone in the south west 
would say that marron cannot handle salinity.  It is interesting to hear that point from Tony.  That is an example 
of what can be achieved on a broader scale.  However, work and research are needed.  There are huge 
opportunities to create synergies between reducing the salinity issue and picking up on the potential for people to 
make money which, in some cases, is difficult under the current system.   

In summary, there is no doubt that this is a big issue and that there is no one solution.  It is a complex issue that 
requires complex solutions.  The regions have been working very hard to develop plans, strategies and 
investment plans to solve many of the problems.  Clearly, salinity is a big part of that.  I support the national 
approach.  This government also supports it, because agreements have been made on a dollar-for-dollar basis.  
The main point of my address is that there has been a cultural change in how we are managing salinity, 
particularly in the catchment areas.  It is important that the government support those groups so that they can 
manage the size of the projects and the dollars involved to find solutions.  Those groups are crying out for that 
support right now.  I have not seen any indication a commitment from the government.  I consider that about 
$1 million is adequate for each catchment group; that is, $6 million in total, and that is not a big amount in the 
scheme of things.   

I also support any strategies the government might suggest to encourage diversification on farms and, as the 
member for Roe mentioned, practices that might allow farmers to utilise salinity to their advantage.  Salt has 
been in the ground for many thousands of years; it is a natural part of our environment and we must manage it 
and live with it.  If we can make a dollar out of it in our farming areas, we should do that.  I hope the government 
will pick up on those key points.  I support the motion.   

MR P.D. OMODEI (Warren-Blackwood - Deputy Leader of the Opposition) [5.51 pm]:  I support the 
motion moved by my colleague the member for Roe condemning the government for its failure to act in a timely 
way on salinity.  I support the member for Roe’s claim that the government was tardy in its response to the 
commonwealth government’s commitment under the national action plan for salinity and water quality and its 
commitment through the Natural Heritage Trust.  That tardiness has resulted in at least two years of lost 
opportunity for this state.  Time is money in any business.  I am sure that the farming community, which has 
been suffering as a result of the rising water table and increased salinity, was very concerned at the time.  

Some progress has been made.  Farmers who have spoken to me say that they are concerned that much of the 
$316 million allocated by both the state and commonwealth governments to combat salinity might be taken up 
with bureaucracy and the production of more reports.  The member for Stirling covered the issue well when he 
referred to the amount of money committed by voluntary groups throughout the state and more so by farmers in 
their farming practices.  Many farmers have been farming for generations and a number of them have spent tens 
of thousands if not hundreds of thousands of dollars running into millions of dollars in total for the benefit of not 
only their enterprises but also our handling of the general issue of salinity and the rising water table.  

The member for Peel is obviously not happy about the construction of drains as a method of easing salinity.  
Everyone knows that drainage is not the sole solution to the salinity issue.  However, in reality, thousands of 
kilometres of contour drains have been developed in regional Western Australia to combat salinity.  In the early 
days, Whittington banks were established.  The drainage system has had varying degrees of success; in some 
areas it has had outstanding success.  I need only refer to Bob and Bill Scott from Watheroo, who built drains on 
their properties 25 or 30 years ago.  They drained the hypersaline water into a salt lake on their property, and I 
understand fresh water runs in those drains today.  There are a number of other examples throughout the state.  I 
think the member for Roe referred to Stuart Toll and John Hall from Narembeen.  A number of people have used 
engineering solutions to solve salinity problems on their properties.   
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Those are not the only solutions.  Other solutions involve growing perennial crops.  The Department of 
Agriculture has done a lot of work on raised beds.  Salt tolerant plants and genetically modified salt tolerant 
wheat are all examples of positive outcomes.  The work done so far is an example of what can be done.  In 
Western Australia an estimated 1.8 million hectares of agricultural land is affected by salinity.  If unchecked, by 
2020 - a very short period - it will increase to three million hectares, eventually increasing to six million 
hectares, or 30 per cent of the state’s agricultural land.  

The Department of Agriculture is monitoring the water table in the northern agricultural region, the central 
wheatbelt region, the south west and upper great southern region, the western south coast and the eastern south 
coast region.  Across these regions a series of 63 hydrographs measure the depth of the water table.  In the 
northern agricultural region the highest rate of water table rise measured 74 centimetres a year and rising.  That 
was on a break of slope on Newdale farm in New Norcia in an area under crop and pasture rotation.  
Significantly, a mid-slope on the same farm that was under tagasaste plantation grazed by cattle showed a 
decline in the water table averaging 40 centimetres a year; in effect, the water table was lowered.  At Wallatin 
creek in the central wheatbelt region, a bore shows the level of ground water rising at about 16 centimetres a year 
in an uncleared area.  

Varying results have been produced from bores at a mid-slope subcatchment in the lower Blackwood River 
catchment in the south west and upper great southern region.  In an area of agroforestry the level of salinity has 
fallen by an average of 0.8 metres a year.  In contrast, there has been no fall in the adjacent untreated half of the 
subcatchment.  At Dalyup, 70 kilometres east of Esperance on the Esperance sand plain within the east south 
coast region, a positive response was shown from tagasaste grazing, with a long-term fall of 50 centimetres a 
year.  Some methods are working, but they do not work without the many volunteers and voluntary catchment 
groups in the community.  

My concern is the state government’s approach to this issue in the past.  In the northern wheatbelt 4 251 900 
hectares of land have been cleared.  In 1994, 376 000 hectares had been affected by salt and by 2010-20 it is 
expected to be 722 800 hectares, increasing to potentially 1.275 million hectares.  In the central and eastern 
wheatbelt 7 590 000 hectares had been cleared.  In 1994, 759 000 hectares had been affected and by 2010-20 it 
will be 1.29 million hectares and potentially it will increase to three million hectares.  In the south west, within 
the high rainfall area, 3 310 000 hectares have been cleared.  In 1994, 273 000 hectares had been affected and in 
2010-20 that will increase to 595 000 hectares and will potentially increase to 820 000 hectares.  They are 
dramatic changes.  The area cleared in the western and central south west coast is 2.4 million hectares.  In 1994, 
272 000 hectares had been affected and by 2010-20 that will increase to 447 000 and potentially will increase to 
555 000 hectares.  In the east and south coast 1.638 million hectares have been cleared.  In 1994, 122 000 
hectares had been affected and by 2010-20 it will double to 240 000 and potentially increase to 422 000 hectares.   

There are a number of other areas in the total.  The cleared area of all those regions is 19 231 400 hectares.  In 
1994 some 1.8 million hectares, or 9.4 per cent, were affected by salt.  By 2010 or 2020 some 3 296 000 
hectares, or 17.1 per cent, potentially will be affected by salt, and a potential 6 109 000 hectares, or 31.8 per 
cent, will be affected in the future.  The issue is massive.  It is about the way in which we go about fixing the 
problem.  One would have to say that $316 million spent properly should go some way to addressing that 
problem, although I think a lot more money than that will be needed.  The split is $158 million from the state, 
$158 million from the commonwealth and a further $108.617 million from the Natural Heritage Trust fund.  If 
all that money were to get through to the ground, it would have a massive impact, but I am fearful that, given the 
government’s approach, not a lot of that money will be available to show positive results.   
One of the reasons that there has been a hold-up in the funding from the commonwealth is that the state 
government chose to select projects that were already in train and asked the commonwealth government to 
match the funds for those projects.  Of course, the commonwealth government saw the state government coming.  
It said that they were projects that the state government should be undertaking anyway.  It said that it wanted 
new money to match its taxpayers’ national action plan and Natural Heritage Trust money.  To give members an 
example, the funds allocated for the state’s contribution to the $158 million include $1.2 million for regional 
landcare coordinators, $6 million for the catchment demonstration initiative run by the Department of 
Agriculture, $4 million for the engineering evaluation initiative, $245 000 for the market-based instruments 
initiative, $366 000 for the salinity initiative framework, $3.35 million for the statewide initiatives, $15 million 
for the Collie recovery project, $32.2 million for the plantation forestry project, $87.821 million for 
implementing regional strategies, and $7.83 million for administration.  We already know that a lot of the money 
will be spent on administration.  The funds must be administered and acquitted in an appropriate way, as per the 
Auditor General’s recommendations.   
The Collie recovery project and the plantation forestry project were in train prior to the federal government’s 
allocation of $158 million.  I know from first-hand experience that the Infinitree project and the maritime pine 
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project, which were put in place by the Department of Conservation and Land Management and in more recent 
times administered by the Forest Products Commission, should have been allowed to continue.  There is a huge 
surge in tax-deductible managed-investment schemes.  One would have thought that the funding for the planting 
of trees would come from the private sector without the government having to put too much money into those 
projects.  The Collie recovery initiative is matched by national action plan funds of $15 million.  The plantation 
forestry initiative is matched by $32 million from the commonwealth.  The implementing regional strategies 
initiative is matched by $102.737 million of money.  Costs for administration are matched by $7.83 million from 
the commonwealth.  Those contributions total $158 million.  I understood that the Collie recovery project was to 
be partly funded by the mining industry and that Griffin Coal Mining Company Pty Ltd was very keen to 
sequester some of the carbon that it would be putting into the atmosphere by way of the new coal-fired power 
stations.  We know that it has at least two coal-fired power stations planned for its Bluewaters project at Collie.  I 
believe that there has been some sleight of hand by the government, but obviously the commonwealth has agreed 
to match funds for the Collie recovery project and the plantation forestry project.  The Natural Heritage Trust 
funds that have been approved and expended for the six regions of Avon, north agricultural, rangelands, south 
coast, south west and Swan include the $18.895 million that was approved in 2002-03.  In the next year, 2003-
04, only $3.171 million was spent.  In the 2004-05, 2005-06, 2006-07 and 2007-08 budgets, the funds go up 
from $20.8 million to $22.8 million to $22.9 million and then down to $20 million in 2007-08.  The national 
action plan funds by region show again a very low level of funding in 2003-04, when this Labor government 
spent only $2.887 million.   

I think the opposition’s criticisms are quite valid in that the government really did not have its heart in this issue.  
As the former executive director of CALM, and I think the brother-in-law of the member for Peel, once said, the 
problem with salinity is that people cannot chain themselves to a rising watertable.  It is very easy for a 
conservationist to go into a forest and hug a tree or find a rare plant; yet, millions of hectares of land and a range 
of plants and threatened species are disappearing by the year or month, and the conservation movement does not 
clamour in the same way to address the issue, even though it is the paramount issue facing agriculture and 
Australia today from the point of view of conservation and the protection of our land and water.   

The members for Roe and Stirling mentioned the natural resource management strategies in each of those six 
regions.  I have in my hand the first draft of version 10 of the Avon natural resource management strategy, which 
is a document I picked up in my office and have read from beginning to end.  It contains a lot of very good 
material.  When we see the level and the amount of legislation in different government bodies that must be 
addressed and adhered to in the expenditure of these funds, we must wonder how much money will get through 
to the ground.  This is a very good document.  We must have a structure to spend government moneys properly.  
That structure obviously entails a lot of bureaucrats who will be eking out a future for themselves by making 
reports, evaluating the results and looking at all the options.   

From my discussions with farmers, my view is that we need total catchment management legislation.  We need 
to be able to resume land if we are to implement a drainage system.  I am not saying that drainage will be the be-
all and end-all for the salvation of farmland in Western Australia, but it will be a major part of it.  We need the 
legislative power to be able to do it.  We also need the will.  I too share the concern of the member for Stirling 
that if there are too many levels of government and bureaucracy, the farmers will lose heart, as will those people 
in the small communities whose buildings, roads, railway lines and bulk handling facilities have been 
undermined by rising salinity.  We will lose those people and the enthusiasm and effort that comes to the state of 
Western Australia free of charge.   

Mr G. Snook:  And efficiently. 

Mr P.D. OMODEI:  Those same people will use these funds efficiently, as the member for Moore has just 
mentioned.  In every corner of the wheatbelt and the south west can be found people who are passionate about 
protecting their land.  Members have heard me say this before in this place: the greatest assets that a farmer has 
are his land and his water.  If farmers do not farm properly and conserve their land and water, they will not be 
farming for very long; they will go the way of many farmers in the past.  If farmers take too much out of their 
land and do not protect their water, they will lose that asset, and so will the state. 
A very important issue has been raised.  I pay tribute to the member for Roe; his speech was outstanding.  This is 
probably one of the greatest issues facing Western Australia.  We have an opportunity to properly spend 
$316 million of taxpayers’ money under the national action plan for salinity and water quality.  More than 
$100 million of Natural Heritage Trust funds are to be spent on combating salinity in Western Australia.  
Members on both sides of the house should take this issue seriously.  I would have liked members of the Labor 
Party to debate this motion, which is critical of the government.  That criticism is justified.  We can only hope 
that, from this day forward, the Labor Party will take salinity as seriously as it took the logging of old-growth 
forests in Western Australia.  I suspect that there are not as many votes to be gained for the Labor Party in 
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addressing rising watertables and salinity as there were in stopping the logging of old-growth forests, but I 
implore members opposite to take this matter seriously.  We will offer bipartisan support when the government 
properly spends taxpayers’ money to redress this huge issue.  It will take decades to achieve.   
MR G.A. WOODHAMS (Greenough) [6.10 pm]:  I am in favour of this motion.  Western Australia is well 
known for many things, but we should perhaps have a big sign at Perth international airport, at all our domestic 
airports and at the entrances to every town in Western Australia that states that Western Australia is the home of 
salinity, because that is truly what it is.  Western Australia is the leading producer, facilitator, maker or whatever 
of salinity in the world.  We have no peers.  This state has the largest agricultural problem of any country in the 
world.  Salinity is on our doorsteps.  It is literally on the doorstep for some people who live in wheatbelt towns.  
Rising watertables threaten to demolish from underground many regional towns.  Western Australia: the home of 
salinity!   

All members on the other side of the house are familiar with this issue.  I believe that many of them are serious 
about attempting to find a solution to salinity.  However, I do not believe that there is just one solution to 
salinity; a range of solutions need to be explored.  I encourage government members to look at a range of 
solutions.   

One of the real issues with addressing the problem of salinity for not only the house but also the community 
generally in Western Australia is the overcentralisation of our governments in large regional centres and 
particularly in Perth.  Salinity has become an issue that is, like some members of the house, over the hill; it is 
over the Darling Range.  It is hidden away.  It is underground.  We do not see it.  However, it is an insidious 
disease in Western Australia.  The Leader of the National Party outlined the “Living Lakes 2030” document, 
which should be recommended to all primary schools, high schools and universities in Western Australia.  I 
encourage the government to embark on an education campaign on salinity in Western Australia.  Salinity not 
only threatens the livelihoods and the social, environmental and commercial wellbeing of many people in rural 
communities and farming areas on the other side of the Darling Scarp, but also impacts on and affects the good 
citizens of the fair community of Perth.  This issue should be a major priority of the government.  I encourage it 
to make it a major priority.   

One of the difficulties with salinity is that it is something that we have come to accept over the past 30, 40 or 50 
years in Western Australia.  I challenge all members of the house to not accept it but to make it a personal 
project to rid Western Australia of salinity.  There is no one solution.   

The budget papers state in the second dot point from the bottom of page 205, under the division on agriculture, 
that -  

Increased community expectations regarding environmental impacts underpins a trend nationally 
towards greater regulation.  Legislation is increasingly being tightened and framed to require 
compliance with Codes of Practice. 

That can be interpreted in several ways.  In terms of the commercial outcomes, the impact on people’s 
livelihoods and the social and environmental impacts on our regional communities that this would have, I would 
hate Western Australia to reach the stage at which regulations had to be imposed because the house did not have 
the courage to take a more flexible and bipartisan approach to salinity issues.   

This problem will not be solved by just throwing money at it.  There could be drainage answers.  An engineering 
evaluation initiative was undertaken by the Water and Rivers Commission to consider drainage in several 
communities in the wheatbelt, specifically Morawa, Beacon and Pithara.  Those communities continue to be 
heavily impacted on by salinity.  The budgetary details were provided by the Parliamentary Secretary to the 
Minister for Agriculture in this house, the member for Riverton.  The government obviously acknowledges that 
it is worth looking at some drainage issues.  I also acknowledge that it supplies money to various communities 
through the Natural Resource Management Council.  It has been my great privilege and pleasure to serve on the 
Greenough subcommittee of the Northern Agricultural Catchments Council for the past year.  One of the major 
issues that the committee continually faces is how to confront salinity, because there is not one solution.  It is not 
just a matter of applying a remedy that works in one region to our region, because it might not work there.  There 
are a range of issues.  The member for Warren-Blackwood correctly acknowledged the work of the Whittington 
interceptor banks.  I admit with some pride that I have participated in the building of those banks.  I have been 
involved in quite a few salinity projects.  The people who live in the communities that are impacted on by 
salinity acknowledge that there is not one solution.  They are prepared to try a range of things to overcome the 
issues they face.   

The Minister for Agriculture acknowledged in his budgetary notes that the sustainability of broadacre cropping is 
very important as far as he is concerned.  The sustainability of broadacre cropping in the future is dependent on 
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the management of salinity, and literally holds in its hands the future of hundreds of regional communities.  
Rural towns are at risk.  A program is looking at 16 of those towns.  Salinity is not an issue that impacts just on 
the growers of broadacre crops.  We are talking about dryland salinity.  In Western Australia we have the 
Dryland Research Institute, located in the electorate of the member for Merredin; in fact, just outside of the town 
of Merredin.  Next to the Dryland Research Institute is a very large drainage pond, installed two or three years 
ago, from memory.  I would stand corrected; perhaps it was installed four years ago, but it was certainly done 
within this century.  Its purpose was to measure evaporation rates, but it could also assist in measuring how 
salinity impacts across a wide range of communities.  I encourage the government to invest more time, money, 
staff and effort in the Dryland Research Institute.  There is a foremost researcher there in rainfall and 
evaporation, Dr Doug Abrecht, who is more than prepared to look at these issues.  Like a lot of issues in regional 
Western Australia, this one has not been acknowledged, but there is a lot of work to be followed through.  If the 
government were prepared to follow some of this work through, it might find some solutions for some 
communities. 

In his most enlightening speech, the member for Roe spoke about salinity activists.  I do not know what salinity 
activists might be, but I know there are commercial operators.  Some of us, like the members for Moore and 
Merredin, might call them farmers, and even members opposite might acknowledge that they are farmers.  I am 
not quite sure whether they are salinity activists or not, but such people as John Dunn at Beacon, Greg Richards 
at Quairading, Mike Kerkmans at Pindar, Ross Wahlsten at Walgoolan, and Laurie Adamson at Quairading, are 
people who have worked with the salinity issues they have on their properties and turned them around so that 
they can be successful commercial operators.  They have had to wage a personal battle with salinity on their 
properties, but they have turned them around, and now they are successful.  I suggest that the government tap 
into some of these people, acknowledge the work that they have done, talk to them and find out what issues they 
have pursued in creating commercial answers to the problems they face.  I will be repetitious here:  I do not 
believe that this side of the house is proposing a single-solution answer, and I doubt that the government would 
acknowledge that that is the way to travel. 

I will deal with a couple of other issues.  The first is the opportunity created by some of the larger issues 
surrounding salinity to look at other commercial developments.  I know this was touched upon by the member 
for Stirling when he referred to saltwater and freshwater trout on the property of Tony Smith, the former 
manager of Plantagenet Wines at Mt Barker.  Aquaculture is one way of dealing with some of the salinity issues, 
and possibly providing some answers for some people in rural communities who are faced with a problem that is 
too large for them to handle individually.  The community might want to look at aquaculture projects as possible 
solutions to salinity.  Another issue is that it is quite difficult to ferret out appropriate information on salinity and 
create some sensible solutions, because it is difficult to determine where responsibility for the issue lies within 
the government.  Most of the information I have been able to glean has come from the Minister for Agriculture, 
but, as I have already quoted, I found a reference to engineering and drainage solutions from the Water and 
Rivers Commission.  The minister responsible there may also have some impact on what we can do about 
salinity.  I suggest to the government that considering this issue on a larger scale may make it necessary to give 
one single minister more responsibility - I am not saying that the minister is being irresponsible at the moment - 
for dealing with salinity.  I am not suggesting that there be a minister for salinity, but perhaps a director of some 
sort should be appointed.  The Dryland Research Institute already provides a centre at which some of these 
issues could be followed through.  
One of the concerns I have about the current position of salinity has to do with sustainable development.  
“Sustainable development” is one of those buzz phrases that continues to do the rounds in many areas of our 
commercial or educational lives.  One of the dot points on page 206 of the Budget Statements reads -  

The emergence of ‘sustainable development’ as a market and government driven concept.  In the short 
term, the market is unlikely to be a major driver for environmental sustainability . . .  

I interpret that to mean that in some senses we are willing to forgo some of the areas in which salinity continues 
to creep across the landscape, because those generators of income for smaller rural communities are not 
important enough in the broad scheme of things.  I would have thought that the government had such passion 
that it would embrace the small people of this world.  If environmental sustainability was a passage for them to 
commercial success, and if the government would endorse that, that would be a far better way of looking at 
things than saying that, in the short term, the market is unlikely to be a major driver for environmental 
sustainability.  The next dot point on page 206 states - 

An emerging trend, both internationally and within Australia, is for a regionally coordinated approach 
to community and economic development and the delivery of government services. 
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Certainly, delivery of government services is critical to this issue, but I know that it is not totally a responsibility 
of the government, and I do not believe it should be.  There are many willing players in regional Western 
Australia, whether they are the volunteers referred to by the member for Stirling in his speech, the paid officers 
of the Department of Agriculture or the Department of Conservation and Land Management, or members of this 
house.  Many willing players are more than capable of sharing their expertise with the government and with any 
agencies that may be interested in addressing one of the most critical issues faced by Western Australia.  
Western Australia faces many issues.  One of the economic issues identified is that we have a shortage of skilled 
personnel across a vast range of employment opportunities.  One of the most critical issues we face, however, is 
salinity.  I want to take the “regional” out of this issue.  I want us all to own this problem, and I want everyone in 
this house to acknowledge that it is our problem, and does not belong to somebody else.  The problem does not 
belong to government, it belongs to all of us.  However, government can play an innovative and crucial role by 
identifying appropriate parts of Western Australia where it can help with commercial developments and explore 
different options as far as salinity solutions are concerned.   

I ask members opposite not to be blinkered about this and not to see it as the opposition trying to score points.  
Point scoring will not help anybody in this issue.  The important issues that will help Western Australians are 
some innovative solutions that we are all prepared to undertake, and I encourage the government to take a broad-
minded look at this issue.   

MR T.G. STEPHENS (Central Kimberley-Pilbara) [6.30 pm]:  There is nothing much wrong with the 
sentiment that has been expressed by members opposite during their contributions to the debate.  What is wrong 
is the point scoring they have done by virtue of the motion that has been moved in this house.  Members opposite 
have simply condemned this government for its lack of action.  They have come into this house with a litany of 
comments that describe some of the actions that have been taken by this and the national government.  Then, 
they have called on members on this side not to be involved in point scoring when the motion is simply framed 
around point scoring to try to attack this government.  However, the sentiments expressed by members opposite 
accurately capture the reality facing the Western Australian community.  It has been faced with this reality for 
some time.   

I have gone back to the Hansard from the time I arrived in this Parliament, to refresh my memory.  When I came 
to this Parliament from the north of this state I recall members starting to speak about salinity.  It was not a 
concern with which I was familiar.  In 1982, the then Labor opposition was asking questions.  Its members were 
trying to ascertain what the Court and O’Connor governments had been doing.  Then I watched the debate heat 
up in the 1980s, during the Burke, Dowding and Carmen Lawrence governments, as pressure came to bear on 
governments at both a state and national level, when the increasing size of the problems with which we were 
faced became evident.   

One of the good things that was done during my time as a member was when a former then opposition member 
for the Agricultural Region, Hon Eric Charlton, led a party of parliamentarians from both houses to places such 
as Beacon and to farms, such as John Dunn’s.  It gave us the opportunity to understand the size of the challenge 
and the quality of the work that individual farmers were doing.  They were also asking for support to do more.   

There has been a lot of distraction in the debate.  There have been some bellicose, partisan advocates for one 
particular strategy over another.  I agree with the member who has just resumed his seat that this is not a 
question of one solution fitting all the circumstances with which the state is faced.   

I am pleased that the members opposite, including the Deputy Leader of the Opposition, have been able to detail 
to the house many of the initiatives that have flowed from both the state and national governments and from the 
partnerships that have been embraced at a local level.  These partnerships have involved local government 
working with industry at the ground level to tackle many of these issues.   

The Australian community has a huge legacy left to it from agriculture, clearing land and being the beneficiaries 
of living off the fat of the land.  The cost is now with us.  That cost does have to be taken up.  Fortunately, that 
cost is now increasingly embedded in the budget documents of this state government - a $158 million 
contribution to the $360 million action plan is not an insignificant amount by budget standards.  However, 
considering the size of the challenge, it is not enough and that is generally agreed.  As these programs are rolled 
out and people find which of them are producing the best outcomes, more will be done.  That amount by itself is 
not the only work that is required.  The member for Peel described the work of his brother-in-law who is 
involved in a plantation forestry initiative.  That work, from a $32 million contribution, is producing significant 
benefits for all of us.   

Endless numbers of my colleagues on this side of the house are ready to speak on this motion, and I have been 
asked to be brief to make that possible.  Members opposite should not think for a minute that there is any lack of 
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interest or support for a solid response from the government and community of Western Australia, working in 
partnership with the national government, to meet the challenge that salinity represents in Western Australia.   

I put it to members opposite that it would be more appropriate if the sentiments that have been articulated in the 
debate were reflected in the motion before the house; for example, by calling on the national government to 
collaborate with the Western Australian community and government and industry in this state.  The significant 
resources of the national government should be channelled into the challenge that salinity represents.  Simply to 
have a partisan motion before us is doing the members opposite a disservice.  It does not reflect an appropriate 
response to a challenge that should be above the partisan politics being displayed in the motion, if not in the 
debate.   

Mr P.D. Omodei:  You spent four years twiddling your thumbs.   

Mr T.G. STEPHENS:  The member forgets he was part of the government that allocated insignificant funds to 
this problem and only after we had to push, probe and question its contribution to the salinity fight..  Its effort 
was minimal. 

Mr P.D. Omodei:  That is not true.   

Mr T.G. STEPHENS:  It is, indeed.  I will point the member to the Hansard in which he will find that 
governments at a state level have had to ratchet up their programs to more appropriately respond to this issue.  
The member’s government did not do enough.   

Mr P.D. Omodei:  That is not true.   

Mr T.G. STEPHENS:  It is true.  As Leader of the Opposition in the other house, in the dying days of the 
Liberal government, I placed on notice a question to comprehensively examine that government’s contribution to 
salinity in the eight years it had been in office.  I tried to get the then government to detail what it had done and it 
was woefully inadequate.  That is now on the public record.  Now more has to be done and it will be done.  It 
will be done by everyone putting their shoulders to the wheel of this challenge and not by throwing partisan 
motions before the house.   

MR B.J. GRYLLS (Merredin - Leader of the National Party) [6.39 pm]:  For many years politicians from all 
persuasions have put their mind to the salinity issue and have wished to find a solution to it.  Today members on 
this side and others have shown a concern about and knowledge of the issues confronting Western Australia.  To 
truly get a result for salinity issues that will take us forward into the future, we will require much more than 
government funding.  No matter how much money we put into it, it will not be enough.   

I believe I have some knowledge of this issue.  The electorate of Merredin is a hot spot for salinity.  At the 
weekend we inspected a V-drain that we put in place in a paddock of our family farm in Corrigin to drain water 
out of a waterlogged area.  If we do not get it right, I imagine that area of the farm will be saline in less than a 
couple of years.  This issue is very much in the minds of my family and electorate.   

I would like incentives to be given to private enterprise to become involved in solving the salinity crisis.  I draw 
members’ attention to the canals at Mandurah.  Mandurah is the fastest growing area in the state, as the members 
for Mandurah and Peel keep telling us.  Mandurah is based on salt-water canals and faces myriad environmental 
issues.  I have visited the canals and have seen the effects that the acidic water has had on the limestone 
foundations of the canal.  The point I make to relate that back to agriculture is that that problem will be fixed 
because of the value of the properties in that area.  That environmental problem will be fixed with the support of 
private enterprise.  Private enterprise has no choice but to fix that problem because people have built their houses 
there.  A comparison between Mandurah and the wheatbelt can be made.  While salinity remains an issue just for 
farmers, governments of either persuasion will not obtain the support of the Parliament to address the problem.  
We will continue to have debates like this one and Parliament will put in place some programs.  However, 
national action programs of the same magnitude of the current programs will not be enough to solve the problem. 

I would like us to turn the liability of salt in the wheatbelt into an asset, and I believe there is a way that can be 
done.  I have pictures on my desk of Lake Dumbleyung at its driest.  Dead trees can be seen surrounding the 
banks on which the dilapidated yacht and ski club are situated.  Any member who travels to the lake today will 
see a fantastic example of an inland waterway.  That is an example of what could be achieved with an innovative 
way of looking at solving the salinity problem.  That inland salt lake could be made into a tourist attraction if 
amenities were built and work were undertaken to keep the water in the lake.  When Lake Dumbleyung is full it 
contains nearly 200 gigalitres of water, which is a huge resource.  However, during the summer that water drains 
away and it becomes a dry salt lake that nobody believes is worth anything. 
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The Living Lakes project that I presented in the lead-up to the last election was about trying to harness that water 
resource by using dams and weirs to capture water and channel it into Lake Dumbleyung to make it a viable 
water resource.  That project would have allowed the birds to inhabit the lake all year round and it would have 
attracted waterskiers to use the lake for recreation.  If we move into that style of thinking about solutions to the 
problem of salinity in the wheatbelt region, I believe we will receive not only government support to drive those 
projects but also private enterprise interest to help make that occur.  Some fantastic sites around that region could 
be developed.  There is no reason why a town like Dumbleyung could not attract weekend tourism or attract 
holiday-makers to build a holiday house in that small, sleepy community where people could spend their time 
engaged in recreational activities on the weekends.  People continue to pay $500 000 for a 500 square metre 
block in the metropolitan area, which demonstrates the love that Western Australians have with water.  There is 
a great opportunity in the wheatbelt region to harness its water resources and to use desalination technology and 
salt-tolerant plants to turn salinity into a resource.  We can drive the issue in that way and achieve a far more 
sustained approach rather than just argue in Parliament about how much money we will throw at the problem. 

I will touch on a couple more issues before I sit down.  The salt-tolerant wheat trial in Corrigin is a very 
important initiative that is aimed at looking at different methods that can be applied to battle salinity.  We need 
to support that trial and make sure that companies like Grain Bio Tech Australia Pty Ltd remain in Western 
Australia and continue to research solutions such as salt-tolerant plants that can provide a solution.  Drainage is a 
very contentious salinity issue; it divides communities.  I urge the parliamentary secretary and his department to 
understand that when they support drainage projects, they must ensure there is a clearly defined outlet for the 
water.  I am on the record as saying that that outlet should be the regional salt lake systems.  Those systems may 
need to be modified to allow them to hold the water so that they become storage areas.  Drainage water cannot 
be allowed to inundate farms.  That is a negative issue in the drainage debate.  We must use the existing salt lake 
systems to capture the drainage water and then work the drainage networks back from the storage point.  The 
drainage network cannot start up-country and travel through 15 farms because that will always cause problems.  
Work must begin at the lake and the drainage system must be worked back.  Controlled collection points for the 
drainage water are required.  Then we can look at desalination and revegetation and at planting salt-tolerant 
species of plants. 

Water is a key issue for the Western Australian government and it will continue to be a key issue in the future.  
The wheatbelt has plenty of it, but it is salty.  As we have seen right across the state, Western Australians can use 
salt water to very good advantage.  They are prepared to pay lots of money to live by it and to enjoy themselves 
recreating on and around it.  We have a supply of it in the wheatbelt.  We need to be more innovative when 
considering solutions to the problem of salinity.  If we continue to argue in Parliament every few months about 
the requirement to establish a broad-based solution and to debate whether one solution will solve all the 
problems, members will be debating the issue long after I have left this Parliament.  That will not have provided 
a solution for the wheatbelt region of which I am happy to be a representative.  Let us not talk only about the 
solutions we have always talked about; that is, drainage and planting salt-tolerant plants, as well as others.  We 
must examine ways we can drive private investment to solve the salinity problem.  I believe solutions similar to 
the Living Lakes program may be a good start to providing a remedy for some of those problems. 

MR A.D. McRAE (Riverton - Parliamentary Secretary) [6.46 pm]:  I open the government’s response to this 
motion by saying it is very clear that dry land salinity in Western Australia and indeed throughout the 
ecosystems of other states is the single largest environmental problem that the community faces.  It is also 
possibly one of the most threatening economic and social challenges that we face regarding sustaining rural and 
regional Western Australia.  By making that statement I acknowledge the scope of the problem and its many 
facetted implications for the regions and rural communities on which the economy relies for its primary 
production.  We acknowledge that a single response to salinity is not appropriate.  I think I hear many members 
acknowledging that some of the current controversy centres on deep drainage.  The debate includes also the 
amount of money the state and commonwealth governments are spending on solving the problem and whether it 
is reaching the places it needs to reach.  Do we have the right strategies in place and do we understand the scope 
of the problem and their causes?  What range of solutions must we implement?  I do not have time to deal with 
all those matters.  We have now spent some two and three-quarter hours listening to mostly opposition members 
talking about their experiences and observations regarding the salinity crisis in Western Australia.  In the 14 
minutes remaining to me there is no way known I can pretend to address the complexity of the problem or 
outline the range of solutions that will have to be put in place. 

I will use the member for Roe’s comments as a reference point to touch on a couple of issues.  The magnitude of 
the problem has been well documented.  At least two million hectares of agricultural land in Western Australia is 
now either totally unproductive or nearly totally unproductive, and that figure is expected to increase by at least 
50 per cent in the next 15 years.  Salinity is a threat to not only economic production but also biodiversity, 
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particularly in the south west.  I am not using the regional definition of “south west” that characterises the areas 
between Bunbury and Albany; I am referring to the “south west” in the way that it might have been characterised 
originally as the Nyoongah lands.  Historically, if a line were drawn broadly from south of Geraldton to roughly 
somewhere towards Esperance, that is the lands that we understand were occupied by the Nyoongahs.  The 
Nyoongah people were the largest single Aboriginal community in Australia at the time of European settlement.  
They occupied the lands we now see as the most agriculturally productive in Western Australia, and some of the 
most productive in Australia.  Science is telling us that post-colonial occupation and the development of a range 
of agricultural practices have triggered the salinity crisis.  There is no argument with the science or history of 
that statement.  The modern state of Western Australia is built on the back of some of those earlier mistakes.  It 
may now be easy to pose the question to ourselves of whether we would have conducted the same clearing 
practices if we had known about salinity.  Would we repeat the same errors in clearing practices?  Would we 
release land on the basis of conditional leases that required up to 50 per cent of land to be cleared within six 
years of a person taking up a lease?  A range of practices were introduced in the past 175 years that we would 
never touch again in the next million years.  With the benefit of hindsight, we know that, in some cases, we have 
irreparably damaged some of the landscape.  We are seeing a range of attempts to rectify as much as we can of 
the damage.  The Leader of the National Party summarised the discussion about the Living Lakes program.  One 
of the ways we are implicitly acknowledging that some of the damage and change to landscape is irreparable is 
through realising that what was once a chain of freshwater lakes can now only be converted, at best, to a couple 
of larger and highly saline retention lakes.   

Mr G. Snook:  There have always been salt lakes. 

Mr A.D. McRAE:  The member is missing the point.  I am talking about the conversion of freshwater wetland 
chains through remedial action into highly saline retention ponds.  That is the best we can hope for in a future 
landscape.  They are no longer operating as the “kidneys” of the landscape.  They are acting as a sump by which 
we can remove the most damaging aspects of salinity from surrounding landscapes, and concentrate it in a place 
that we will find new uses for, whether it be the extraction of rare earths or minerals or the production of salt and 
freshwater through desalination.  There is a range of economic uses that we might envisage.  I use that as an 
illustration of the fact that we are faced with irreparable damage in some circumstances. 
In the brief time I have available, I also acknowledge that there may well be, from the government’s perspective, 
some very appropriate applications of deep drainage.  From the briefing I have had on this issue and the reports I 
have read, it is my view that it will be a limited application.  There may be applications on the farm-scale level, 
catchment level or regional level when it is appropriate to use deep drainage as a means to restore land to some 
form of economic productivity.  Nothing I have seen suggests that deep drainage can be used in isolation.  I am 
happy to speak to farmers and learn more about this. 
Mr G. Snook:  You need to. 
Mr A.D. McRAE:  Yes, I need to.  On the basis of the science I have seen, and on the basis of the limited 
number of conversations I have had with wheatbelt farmers about this, those who have looked at the deep 
drainage trials in the south west of the state and the wheatbelt are acknowledging that the drainage by itself is not 
the solution.  That fact has also been acknowledged by every speaker this evening.  Every speaker has 
acknowledged that there is no silver bullet to solve this problem.  We will be challenged to put together 
comprehensive plans locality by locality that match specific needs.  Each locality will vary from the locality 
adjacent to it.   

Mr M.P. Murray:  There are many examples of what farmers have done on their own with assistance from the 
government.  There are some very good examples.  Lake Towerrinning is one of those.  This year it overflowed 
and flushed through again.  Five years ago a person could not stand in the water without his feet falling off.  It is 
now starting to come back.  That is a great example.   

Mr A.D. McRAE:  I thank the member.  In describing that project the member has raised one of the issues 
surrounding deep drainage.  It is one of the emerging scientific issues that is affecting not just rural lands, but 
metropolitan Perth as well.  We need a greater understanding of acidic soils.  It occurs when there is massive 
intrusion into the soil strata. 

Mr P.D. Omodei:  Like the railway tunnel. 

Mr A.D. McRAE:   The Graham Farmer Freeway tunnel confronted the problem.  We are seeing urban 
developments confront it on a weekly basis in the metropolitan area.  We see the science prove that when deep 
drainage is conducted in areas where there has not been sufficient research, planning and analysis of the locality, 
the same acidic soils and saline water are produced as a result of the activity. 

Mr B.J. Grylls:  The Yunderup canal. 
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Mr A.D. McRAE:  The member made mention of that.  We heard the member for Greenough say that Western 
Australia is the salt capital of the earth.  That is right. 

Mr G.A. Woodhams:  The home of salinity. 

Mr A.D. McRAE:  Yes.  The home of salinity.  The Leader of the National Party correctly raised the issue of 
acid soils and water.  That is not restricted to the wheatbelt or the south west; we are finding it throughout 
Western Australia.  We are seeing a degree of acidity that very few other landscapes are experiencing.  We have 
a unique problem in front of us and the solution will be through our own endeavours.   

I apologise for not being able to respond to all the issues raised by members.  I will put on the record a few 
things that the government has done in its work over the past four and a half years.  Firstly, we came to 
government in 2001 with an election policy statement that there was no doubt that salinity was the greatest 
environmental threat facing Western Australia, and that it was also a critical social and economic issue.  
Specifically, the government put together a range of proposals to address the problem.  They include the 
nomination of a minister with specific responsibility for salinity.  It was initially under the portfolio of 
environment and science in the first four-year term of government.  Since the election earlier this year, the 
responsibility has been transferred to the minister I represent, the Minister for Agriculture and Forestry.  The 
Minister for Agriculture and Forestry and the Minister for the Environment and Science meet regularly and 
coordinate the government’s activities.  When coming to government in 2001, we stated that we would review 
the state’s salinity strategy.  That has been done.  It has included the establishment of the Natural Resource 
Management Council and a state natural resource management office.  We have delivered that.  We promised to 
allocate $6 million on a catchment-by-catchment basis to a number of demonstration catchment projects.  I refer 
members to the web site of the Department of Environment and the engineering evaluation initiative.  It is a 
terrific document that gives a good overview of the work that has been going on in the south west and the 
wheatbelt.  The government also committed to provide $4 million to support a range of engineering pilot 
projects.  As I said, they have been demonstrated in the publication.  Of most contention has been the state 
government’s debate and argument with the federal government about whether to sign the national action plan.  
That has now been done.  With matching dollars from the commonwealth, the state is putting together a fund of 
$316 million that is designed to deliver on-ground support for the first time.  The federal Liberal government is 
working with the state Labor government and has support from groups throughout the metropolitan area, south 
west, south coast, wheatbelt, rangelands and Kimberley.  It demonstrates that now is the time for action.  There 
is no time for planning or investigation.  The time for action is now; we are doing it.   

Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders. 

House adjourned at 7.00 pm 
__________ 

 


